INFANT   MORTALITY

advanced countries its incidence has been greatly reduced by
the proper disposal of human excreta. So long as the hookworm
disease retains its grip upon the masses of India no substantial
improvement in their physique can be possible even through
adequate nutrition; for, as Dr. Bentley, Director of Public
Health in Bengal, says, it ebequeathes a pernicious legacy to
the infected community, its work being done in a subtle
insidious manner, weakening the race generation after genera-
tion, always tending to produce a condition of physical, intel-
lectual, economic, and moral degeneracy5.

As regards the direct relation between soil-pollution and
purity of foodstuffs, one example may be cited here as an
illustration of the seriousness of the situation. Beef is a common
article of food of the Moslem community; but if the cattle are
raised in an environment where the safe disposal of excreta is
neglected and pollution of the soil with human faecal matter is
widespread, the helminthic infections* render beef unfit for
human consumption.

We trust that the emphasis which we have laid upon the
subject of the environment of the people may not be considered
irrelevant to the problem of nutrition; for physiologists have
adduced adequate evidence to show that environment exerts a
considerable influence upon the functioning of the mechanism
of digestion. From this general account of public health in
India, we now turn to specific instances of the conditions of
health of infants, mothers, and schoolchildren.

Infant Mortality

Infant mortality is usually a sensitive index of the economic
and sanitary conditions of a country. That it is extraordinarily
high in India is an indication not merely of the state of public
health but of a vast source of misery and waste. Apart from
other considerations, the high infant mortality puts a severe
strain upon the precarious economic life of the family; and its
tragic repercussions upon the health and mental outlook of the
child-mother cannot be estimated so long as she remains a
voiceless victim of both social and economic circumstances.

* In this instance the infection is caused by the cysticerci of a kind of
worm (Taenia saginata] found in human faecal matter.
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